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Admission
by Jennifer Ladner
My mother drives without a care for speed limits. She
glances at me occasionally. Tears gather in her eyes when she
looks at me, and concerns crease her aging face. I haven’t
showered in days. My hair is pulled back in a tight ponytail
and greasily sticks to my skull. My body aches with every
breath, and my nails are chewed down to the bed. My
sweatpants are too loose on my figure, and my hoodie
engulfs me. I watch my mother’s reflection in the passenger
window, the moon’s glow and the lights from the car’s radio
illuminating her face. Pity fills the air like a rancid scent, and
I close my eyes.
By the time we pull into the hospital parking lot, my
body is already shutting down: my vision blurs, my mouth is
dry, my head hurts, and I just want to go home. This is the
first time I have left my bed in two weeks. My mother quietly
hovers around me in the parking lot, but she barely registers
in my mind.
“I’m scared,” I whisper, stopping mid-step at the ER
entrance. The terror of having to face what I am – what I had
planned to do – fills me with cold, icy dread; dread that pools
in the pit of my stomach, and chills my bones.
“You know what you need to do, baby girl,” my
mother responds, holding the door open for me.
I walk forward, my feet dragging as I creep closer to
the check-in window. The woman behind it is grey-haired,
time-worn, and rather plump. I can smell menthol, lavender,
and something uniquely ancient. In a harsh, tired voice Lady
Plump asks why I’m here. As I tell her the reason for my
visit, pity enters her eyes. Lady Plump tells me to fill out a
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form, her voice suddenly softer and an octave lower now. I
quickly complete the form and shuffle over to the waiting
area. The moment I go to sit, a woman in pink scrubs and
white shoes calls my name. She leads us past the entrance to
the ER rooms and into a small office space.
Pink Scrubs begins her questions before I’ve even sat
down: date of birth, current medications, and the reason for
my visit?
I lean forward, my elbows resting on my knees. That
familiar terror creeps down my throat and shoots into my
stomach like cubes of ice. I give her the same answer that I
gave Lady Plump.
That one word breaks her. Pink Scrubs stops typing,
and for the first time she turns slightly in her chair to make
eye contact with me. Her pity engulfs me suddenly, like a
thick and heavy sweater that I can’t get over my head.
“Is there a plan?” Pink Scrubs asks, and more ice
cubes fill my gut and the sweater on my head constricts like a
python. I lean back into my chair, and examine my dirty,
chewed up nails. I cannot meet Pink Scrubs’ eyes.
“A plan for what?” asks my mother, who until now
had been a silent presence at my side. Her confusion is
genuine.
My mind flashes to the sturdy leather belt hanging
ominously in my closet, to the loaded .38 Special revolver my
father had bought me last Christmas sitting in its case
underneath my bed, to how easy it would be for me to follow
Virginia Woolf and slip into the pond by my house.
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Pink Scrubs repeats the question, her eyes boring into
me and effectively breaking my train of thought. I stop my
bouncing knee, but I can’t manage to look up.
“Yes,” I mutter, “There is a plan.”
Pink Scrubs types for a moment longer, then abruptly
stands. She leads me and my mother to a room inside the
ER, secluded from the busy thralls of doctors and nurses. As
I sit uncomfortably on the hospital bed, the reality of the
situation looms in the back of my mind, and I shiver. My
mother paces the floor – she’s never liked hospitals, but I’ve
always loved them. My mother associates them with death,
cancer, and coldness; I associate them with safety,
knowledge, and calmness. To pass the time, I place the
hospital-issued pillow on my lap and pretend it’s a piano. My
fingers are usually the outlet for my anxieties, and now is no
exception. My fingers dance across the pillow in a very
familiar motion: I hear Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata (No.
14) in my mind with each press of my fingers, clear and
pristine.
A petite, middle-aged nurse walks in, dressed in blue,
and we go through the motions. Nurse Blue does not ask
about plans, and for that I am thankful. She checks my blood
pressure and oxygen levels, and tells me to wait.
I return to my pillow-piano, and mindlessly ease into
Moonlight Sonata again. My fingers glide over the pillow, in
beat with the music resounding in my mind.
Nurse Blue enters the room and hands me a pair of
green scrubs, with an order to get changed and leave
everything with my mother. As she retreats from the room, I
suddenly feel my stomach lurch and rage fills my heaving
chest. I refuse.
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Nurse Blue stops and her shoulders raise, then lower
in a heavy sigh. She approaches my hospital bed.
“Why won’t you change?”
I snap. I throw the green scrubs to the foot of the bed.
White flashes before my eyes and I sob while making
demands. Why do I have to change clothes? Why can’t I
bring anything with me? Where the hell am I going anyways?
Why can’t my mother come with me? I imagine a small room
with no windows and white padded walls, and an
uncomfortably tight, itchy jacket.
Nurse Blue steps backwards in either shock or disgust
at my outburst and snotty cries. She quickly regains her
composure, and walks towards me. I scratch at my scalp,
rocking slightly, as my anger and tears subside. I hide my
face. My mother is hugging me now, whispering to me that
everything will be all right.
Nurse Blue mutters that someone should have already
explained this to me.
“Well they didn’t,” snaps my mother, and she releases
me from her hold and sits in the chair next to the hospital
bed.
Nurse Blue hops onto the hospital bed next to me, and
for the first time since my arrival someone looks at me
without pity gleaming in their eyes. She tells me that I will be
brought to a room without any machines, windows, or loose
fabrics. I will have nothing with me, and my mother will be
in the ER waiting room.
“Why?”
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Nurse Blue looks away from me to my mother, and
back.
“Because of what you’ve told us, honey,” Nurse Blue
says, and swings her feet slightly.
The rhythm of her swings match Moonlight Sonata.
She tells me that I will be on watch until the on-call
psychologist arrives. He will evaluate my mental health and
decide what needs to be done. Nurse Blue tells me not to
worry, and hands me the green scrubs before leaving.
I hesitantly change into the scrubs, and hand my
mother my wallet and cell phone. Together we step out of the
ER room, and Nurse Blue walks me to a large wooden door
adjacent to us. It opens to a narrow hallway, and she tells me
to go to the third door on the right. I walk cautiously
forward, and I barely register the door shutting and locking
behind me.
The first door on the right is wide open. I glance into
the room to see a woman laying on a bed on the ground. She
groans in her sleep. It startles me, so I turn away. I pass a
bathroom with its lights flickering.
I enter my appointed room, flipping the light switch
up. The room is small and dingy. The bed is a thin mattress
on the floor. There are no blankets, only a thin sheet covering
the mattress and a thin pillow case that is too big for the
pillow it covers. As I sit on the bed I notice a small camera on
the corner opposite of me.
So they really do watch you…
Dirt coats the floor and piles high in every corner. A
dying cockroach lays belly-up on the floor, underneath the
camera, its legs twitching wildly.
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I stand and cross to the door. I poke my head out the
door and see another tiny camera. I wave as I go in to the
bathroom.
After splashing cold water on my face, I go back to my
room. Before I’ve settled on the bed, a nurse wearing green
scrubs comes in. She asks if I need anything.
“No thank you,” I shake my head.
Nurse Green explains that she will be right back to
draw some blood. Apparently they want to make sure I don’t
have anything in my system that could be causing my
“symptoms.”
Nurse Green returns, pushing a phlebotomist’s cart.
Needles have never terrified me. Yes, they were
uncomfortable, but I always associate them with progress in
a diagnosis or donating blood to help others, never with pain
or irrational fears. She counts aloud before inserting the
needle into my arm. Three more tries and Nurse Green
finally has her blood. Nurse Green tells me to get some rest
and the on-call psychologist will wake me when he arrives.
The last thoughts I have as I drift off to sleep is of
Beethoven and moonlight…
I jolt awake and shoot upright, heart racing and mind
muddled. A bearded man in brown slacks and an off-white
button down sits in a desk chair in the open doorway, calling
my name for the second time. I offer a happy greeting that
tastes metallic on my tongue. The Beard is the on-call
psychologist; he asks how I’m feeling. I scratch at my scalp
and rock slightly. When I look up, he’s writing a few notes in
a notebook.
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And suddenly the dam breaks.
“I’m suicidal,” I tell him. I tell this stranger of my
manic episodes when I spend money I don’t have. Of the
drunken stupors. Of the one night stands that lead to regret.
Of staying up until 4AM. Of getting only one or two hours of
sleep. Of cleaning the same counter five times before being
satisfied. Of feeling like a sexual goddess, unstoppable in her
lust. Of feeling invincible and god-like, with immortality at
my fingertips.
I tell this stranger of my depressive episodes when I
excommunicate the few friends I have. Of when I lock myself
in my room. Of when I sleep the days away. Of when my
body is sluggish and ancient, and my bones ache. Of when I
angrily snap at a question as simple as “How are you?” Of
living in a room of filth and dirty clothes. Of feeling suicidal
and delicate, on the verge of ending my life.
The Beard is nodding his head, as his pen scratches
furiously across his notepad. I hear the woman down the hall
groaning loader than before. One, two, three…five groans
before The Beard looks up from his notes. He tells me I have
two options: in-patient psych ward for a week or remain at
home with my mother and participate in a partial in-patient
program nine hours a day for two weeks.
My stomach flips, my mind calms, and my heart
flutters at the idea of the program. Of course, I would have to
drop out of school – but I was planning to do that anyways.
I could start over with new types of treatments, and new
medicine, and a new doctor. I could get help. Best of all? I
wouldn’t be locked in a padded room, tucked away in a
straight jacket. So I chose the latter option.
That night I played Moonlight Sonata for the first
time in weeks.
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